Brian Berry

[00:00:00] Welcome to the Early Link Podcast. I'm your host, Rafael Otto. As
usual, you can catch uson the air on 99.1 FM in Portland on Sundays at4:30 PM or subscribe
and listen whereveryou find your podcasts. Today, I'm speaking with Brian Berry, the
superintendent at the Yoncalla school district. Yoncalla is part of our Early Works Initiative, a
partnership that includes Children's Institute and the Ford Family Foundation, and many
otherpartners.

We'll hear some of the things that the district is doing to supportlocal talentin Yoncalla and
help community members teachin the district. A grow-your-own strategy that is getting
results. Brian, welcome to the podcast.

Brian Berry: [00:00:40] Thankyou very much!

[00:00:41] | know it's your spring break. | appreciate you taking some time
whenyou're supposed to have a little bit of downtime.

Give us an overview of the Yoncalla school district, if you can. What does someone who's not
familiar with Yoncalla need to know?

Brian Berry: [00:00:56] Well Yoncalla is a small rural community in Douglas County, actually
Northern Douglas County. We have approximately 300 students and that's preschool
through 12th grade. A farming community, a very conservative community. They have rural
conservative values, and it's an absolutely awesome place to work.

[00:01:19] You've beenin the district for quite a while, but you started as
superintendent fouryears ago, yes?

Brian Berry: [00:01:25] Yes. | actually started teaching there in ‘96, then principal at the high
school/middle schools since 2003. Andthen, yeah, thisis myfourth year as superintendent.

[00:01:36] Tell me what that shift was like, moving from principal role overto
the superintendentrole?

Brian Berry: [00:01:43] Wow. That was quite the learning curve for me actually. Atthe time,
| was in my own little building at the high school and my job was to make sure that kids
graduated, really. So we would do anything legal to make sure kids got to graduation and
really to setthem up for any post-secondary opportunities that they were interested in.

| was in that position for a long time. Loved working with the kids at the high school and the
middle school levels, and justreally used to working with the parents and the community.
And | believe I've earned theirtrust through all that hard work. You know, you're always part
of footballgames, volleyball games, basketballgames, so the parents get to know you really,
really well. Andthen our superintendent decided to retire, Jan Zarate, and she had been
there fora few years and she asked me if | wantedtostepin because she thought| wasthe
personto lead the work forward. | was very apprehensive becausel was very comfortable at
the high school.



But then | thoughtto myself, you know what? | think| can learn, and | think | can grow and
become an even better person and teacher moving forward. So | took on the challenge and
it hasbeenan incredible ride learning about preschool, working with Children's Institute,
Portland State University, Family Foundation, and just helping me move forward and
growing as a person and moving the community forward.

[00:03:20]Talk about that shift. Because if you think about fouryears ago, there
were a number of things happening... Preschool Promise was a new state preschool program
at the time. There were different educational requirements forteachers that were going to
be part of the Preschool Promise program. And thenthere was... there were things
happeningin Yoncalla in the preschoolthat you hadto learn about when you started as
superintendent. What'd you find out?

Brian Berry: [00:03:46] Wow. What did | find out? | found outa lot of things. | found out that
| wasn't nearly as intelligent as | thought | was, is what happened. | wenttoa couple of Early
Works meetings andreally, | knew that we had a good foundational program down there.
But once | started to sit in on the meetings and really hear the type of foundational work
that they were doing for the community - trying to get parentsinvolved - it was a game
changerfor me because what | saw were these incredible things happening at the preschool
that were not happeningin our elementary schooland our middle schoolor in our high
school. And really it was that communication piece thatthey were all about and getting
parentsinvolved.

I've beenin education for 34 years now, from an education perspective, we have a certain
way of doing things. And I'm not saying it's right or wrong, but we have a setway andit's a
really fixed mindset. And | had to open up my mind and go, wow, these people have some
incredible ideas and you know what, they're all legal. We could implementthose, putthose
into play. It's a game changer for the Yoncalla community.

And again, what we were thinking was, you know what? We wantto do a systems approach
to everything. We want to take the incredible things that are workingin our preschool, and
we want to make them work in our elementary and our middle school and our high school.
Things are going to look a little different because it's going to look different when you're
working with preschoolkids or you're working with high school kids, but the foundational
conceptsare the same.

Being able to work with parents, treat them with respect, and the respectthatyouwant to
be treated with. You know, let them take a look at our things like our handbooks and take a
look at those things and go, “Wow, you know what, this is why we do things” and then have
them question, well,” Why are we doing this” and then taking a look at it and going, “Oh,
that's a great question. Why are we doingthat?” There's no rhyme or reason forwhy we're
doing that. The reason we're doingit is because it's beenin there in that handbook for 30
years. So we're going to take that out. We're going to start listening to people and just
treating them with the respectthey deserve.



[00:06:07] Yeah.Say more aboutthat parentinvolvement piece because | know
that's been animportant part of Early Works and an important part of what's happenedin
the preschool. What has that looked like and how has that evolved?

Brian Berry: [00:06:19] Well, that's an interesting story. It really evolved when.. when | first
came into being superintendent fouryearsago. And like | said, | started in these meetings
down at the preschool, these Early Works meetings. And | was really impressed with the
parentsthat were there and the type of communication they were giving and their feedback.
Andthen| noticed that a few of these parents were parents of high school students that |
neverwould have imagined would have came up to the high school and said "Hey, Mr. Barry.
Have you everthoughtabout this, this, this?" They wouldn't do that and then | started to
question,” huh? | wonderwhy they wouldn't do that.” Because then it comes back to one of
those things where | have to start looking at me, when that's not really comfortable. So
that's what| did. | took a look at me and how | was running things and really thoughtabout,
wow, what could we do differentto make it a little more user-friendly for our parents
coming in the door. And that's what we've started to do.

And a few of those parents, once | started listening to them and gettinginvolved with some
of the meetings, Aaron Helgerson would take some of these parents up to Portland, to
Salemto meet with the governorandit's like, wow! These are really articulate parentsthat |
wantaround my kids. | wantthemto be a part of this program and we were havinga lot of
issues with teachers. Actually it wasn'teventeachers, it was just staff retention at the time
and getting people to stick around for more than a year.

And it would be a game changerin the community if we could get local people to be part of
our little school community or district community and be able to work with our kids and
then be able to see themoutin the storesand comment onthem with that growth mindset
going, “Wow! Man, it's great to see you behaving really well in the store,” you know, things,
justlittle things like that. And that started to be a real game changer for us. And what we did
is we started to look at that and the way we treated especially the Early Works program. The
teachers at the Early works program, were we paying them what teachers were getting paid
for high school, for middle school or elementary school?

Andthe answerwas we were not. It made no sense to me that they weren't part of our pay
scale. We contract with teachers, they are teachers. Same thing with the IAs. Taking a look at
our IAs and saying, are they getting paid the same amount that they should be paid, that our
otherlAsare getting paid?

And what we did is we made sure that we tied all of those people into our regular contracts.
So they were getting paid very similar, sometimes even more because, uh, Preschool
Promise, there were afew |As that even got more because of the training they were getting.
Then we got into a little differentissue with the training because thenit was like, “Wow, our
preschoolis just incredible.” It's a modelfor the state, for a small rural preschool. So how in
the world is that happening? Well, we started seeing that, first of all, we have incredible
leadersin the preschoolbutour IAs are actually beingtrained. So we made it a focus to start
training IAs.



Andin orderto do that, we had to go, you know what? We have to take money and put it
aside, just like we do for teachers.” Because we pay the teachersto gettrained, for
continuing education. And we decided, you know what? We're going to make it a priority in
the Yoncalla school district to make sure our IAs have access to training.

So if theyfeellike they wantto furthertheireducation or even work towards becominga
teacherdownthe road. We want to be able to supportthat. And that's what we have done.
And again, it's been a game changerfor our district.

[00:10:17] Justto clarify I1As, meaning, yourinstructional assistants?
Brian Berry: [00:10:21] Yes.|'m sorry.

[00:10:22] No, that's okay. | justwant to make sure our listeners understand
that particular term. There's been some really great stories about parents who have been
connectedtothe preschoolbecomingIAs, becominginstructional assistants, and using some
of the district resources, the district has supported themto get additional training,
professionaldevelopment. You're seeing some people move on with the goal of getting their
bachelor's degree sothat they can continue to teach. Can you share a story or two about
that?

Brian Berry: [00:10:52] Sure. | can share one.|'m going to leave her name out though,
because a matter of fact, you'll be talking with her, so you'll...she'llprobably say the same
story. | rememberthe firsttime | met her, she came upto the high school- she had a couple
of daughtersthatwere enrolled - | remember hercomingup to me, | had never met her, she
pointed at me and she said, “Well, I'm here just so you know, I'm a mama bear and you're
going to be hearing fromme a lot.” And | thought, “Wow, that was pretty intimidating.” |
justwelcomed herto the district and, we laugh about it now, but, | saw her, we had a couple

of small, you know, teenage issues with herkids coming in the school that we dealt with.

| think we both came to realize we both wanted the same thing, and that is: we both wanted
herdaughters to graduate with diplomas and be able to access post-secondary education
and justbecome incredible leaders outin whatever community they decided tob e a part of.
Andso to see her, because | wentdown to an Early Works meetingthen, and there she was
at the table, talking and just being really outgoing and really forward-thinking also. | was
really impressed with her, thinking, “Wow, that is the type of person, if we could corral some
of herenergy, that would be the type of person| would love to be around our kids and to
really nurture that.” And that's what's happened with her. She actually is right now, has
gone back to school with the goal of becomingan elementary teacher. Right now she's an
Instructional Assistantand we've got her paired with anotherjustincredible teacherat the
elementary, soshe'slearning firsthand. She was part of the preschool program. So she was
aware of our district approach and our systems approach and what we're trying to achieve.

So she'sbeenallin onthat. She'd been part of our growth mindset groups, parenttrainings,
you name it. She was just taking the bull by the horns and gone forward. And again, the
thing I'm excited aboutis, not only she's making a difference in all of the children in our
elementary schooland our preschool, but her kids have totally changed. They're all of a



sudden seeing theirmom with that growth mindsetand catching them, you know, words
mean a lot. And she has changed justthe outlook of those kids'lives and the lives they're
going to have going forward. It's an incredible thing to see.

Andthenwe've gotanother preschoollA thatright now is one of our teachers. This is her
first year. She's currently getting the rest of herformal education, so she can be officially
part of that team. But, she's a first-yearteacher; we put her on the pay scale. We've made
sure that we've equipped herroom with all the latest technology that she needs forkids. We
also have her paired with our other preschoolleader and instructor. Meganiis justthe best
preschoolteacherin the state of Oregon, withouta doubt.

And | know | probably just offended a bunch of people. So, uh, soI'm really sorry about that,
but if you want to see the best preschoolteacherin the state of Oregon, Come downto
Yoncalla and take a look.

[00:14:17] Goto Yoncalla, Goto Yoncalla...

Brian Berry: [00:14:18] There you go. Andthen we've gotanotherone, who's our librarian.
She's decided that she wants to go back and get herteaching degree.

So she'sright now going through classes and that's sofun to see herin the halls because she
knows | like to see people smiling and saying good morning, but she'll smile and say, good
morning and go, “Hey, Brian, I'm taking this class. What do you think?” And it's justlike,
Aww you're making me happy because those are the people, they're in Yoncalla for the long
haul. They're going to stay and we're growing our own, we're not going to have to worry
about people staying for a year and then justleaving.

[00:14:55] Yeah, talk more aboutthe benefits of working with parentsin this
way, this grow your own strategy. What are the strengths from your point of view and what
kind of message do you feellike that sends to staff, otherteachers, and tothe community?

Brian Berry: [00:15:10] Well, | think the benefits are just, first of all, getting to know your
community. Gettingthemto understand that you may not agree with everything!do, which
no one'sgoing to. However, there'sarhyme or reason for whatwe do. Like I've told people
at the meetings when|took over, we're going to talk about where... we're goingto get you
involved.

I'm all about collaboration and we're going to talk about collaboration. I'm going to listen to
whatyou're saying, but ultimately, there's one person that has to make the decision in the
district, and for right now that's me. And the board has said, going forward, it's going to be
me, too. So, so thank goodness.

[00:15:51] The board is behind you.

Brian Berry: [00:15:52] Yestheyare. They know that our preschoolis driving everything that
we're doing k-12. And they're all in, they've been all in from the start. But for the community
to be able to understand and to be able to listen and understand that this is the reason
we're putting money in this area, which, in this case would be “grow ourown” instead of



buying anotherteacher or half a teacher, whateverwe could afford. Because in the long run,
whatthey're going to be able to do for our community is priceless.

Again, those little interactions, beingable to see kids out on the playground during the
summer, and being able to see theirfaces light up when they see theirteacher...!'ll tell you
right now - and again, I've beenin Yoncalla forever - | can go into any store in Yoncalla and
everybody knows me. That's areally gratifying thing. They might not always agree with me,
but they know me and they're able to say, “Well, | love the things you guys are doing with
the remodel. Love the things that you guys are doing with the preschooland where the
money is going overhere.” Because they understand what we're doing, and they also
understand the long-term goalthat is going with it. For me, that piece is priceless, for the
community piece.

Andthen our staff, we're a family. | mean, people can say whateverthey want, butaschool
district is a family and especially a small rural district. Just like a family there are some
people youlove to death, and there are some people that they drive you crazy, but we all
have the same goal. And as long as we're moving forward and concentrating on that long-
termgoal, then| am good to go. And whenyou're “growing your own”, guess what? All of
those people understand what the long-term goalis. Now, again, they may not agree with
how you getthere, butthey're all in on that long-term goal. And thenit's a matter of talking
about, okay, now, how are we going to get there with that growth mindset? You know, that
piece.

And thenlooking at the money it saves the district. | mean the investment we make in
community members and our staff community going back and getting educated. You know,
we're a big conscious discipline school. Conscious discipline is not something thatyou just
teachone time and it just works. It takes years of practice. and getting staff to understand,
and the students, and the community to understand... Okay, what does this actually mean?
Andto be able to move forward with that. If you have to retrain staff each and every year,
starting all over, it costs a lot of moneyin a small rural district. We just can't afford that.

[00:18:45] Whenyou're talking about the retention needs of the district, thatis
a chronic issue in smaller districts in rural communities. The professional development piece
is part of that. So, the” grow your own” strategy kind of meets... helps youwith those issues
as well.

Brian Berry: [00:19:04] Oh, | would totally agree. And | would also say that the “grow your
own” strategy works really well for us with equity issues going forward. Because we're a
small rural community, so it's difficult for us... we don't have the luxury of picking from a lot
of different people. And it's difficult for us to be able to find people that want to come to a
small rural community, if they're not from there already. But being able to do that, we're
miles and miles ahead of the game.

[00:19:35] What do you feellike highereducation institutions would need to
know about supporting a district like Yoncalla who is using this kind of “build your own/grow
your own” strategy?



Brian Berry: [00:19:48] Yeah. | think mostly from a highereducation standpointis that our
parentsand our staff really need more online opportunities. They really do. It's difficult for
them... These are people forthe most part, again, making minimum wage. They can't afford
to drive from Yoncalla to Eugene every day to take a class.

That's just not going to work. And the truth of the matteris, we can only supportso much as
a district goes. | would love to be able to pay mileage and get them up there and you know,
more, more institutions are doing, especially with COVID, more online types of classes, more
making sure that classes are convenient forworking parents. These are parents that work
during the day and then come home and get to work. So it's like, okay, where doyou find
time to geta class in there? And just being able to understand that, oh, communities like
Yoncalla... maybe working with small communities and collaborating with small communities
and gettingto know what our needsreally are, because there's alot of difference between
the needsin a small community and a big community. We just have differentneeds. And
again, our parents are used to collaborating and they're used to talking about what we can
do to helpthem.

Andthey're also used to, when we listen, that we're going to try everythingwe canto do
that, you know? And if it can't be done, I'm going to say, “Okay, just so you know, that we
literally cannotdo that piece of it for legal standpoint or whatever.” It's just a totally
different way of looking at education. And I'll tell you right now that the educationthat our
Instructional Assistants are getting... | went through education programs. Being able to get
firsthand, quality experience ina programis 75% of the battle. You can learnall you want
froma book, and I'm not going to cut that down because that's what we doin the high
school, we throw open the book and say, okay here we go, page 52 or whatever. Butto be
able to see ourlAs work through behavioralissues and have hands-on knowledge of how to
implement a conscious discipline piece with what they're doing, and then to watch themdo
it and be able to say, “Incredible job, that's exactly what we're talking about.” Or be able to
hearthem catch, you know, at the high school level, be able to hearthem catch students
say somethinglike, "Oh, | can't dothat." Andit's like, “No, no, no, no, you can't do that right
NOW.. It's, again, that different way of thinking about it.

Our staffis incredible at doing that. Our teaching staff, you would think would be able to do
that, but our Instructional Assistants, because they'vebeentrained, they know what's going
on and they know that growth mindset piece is a huge, huge deal. Not only in the classroom,
but whenyou go home, when you're talking with your families, whenyou're, you know; it
makes a huge difference in the community.

[00:23:07] Do you see opportunities to build this modelout, strengthen it
maybe in Yoncalla, butto have somethinglike this be more commonin smaller school
districts in the state?

Brian Berry: [00:23:21] So |l would say, strengthen it maybe in Yoncalla. Let's say strengthen
it, yes, sir! in Yoncalla.

[00:23:28] well, | mean, it feels like a strong modelas it is so.



Brian Berry: [00:23:32] It's strongbut it has to get better. And | do see ways of pushingit
out. But again, for me, looking at it from the standpoint of a superintendentand the growth
I've had to go through. And I've got a long ways to go, because | don't know nearly enough
about preschool/early childhood education.

| do know that it's, like | said, it's the bedrock of what we're doing. But being able to open
yourself up and say, “Okay, I'm going to be opento collaborating” and listening to not only
the staff, but parentsand being able to say, “You know what? Everybody's got somethingto
bring to the table...”

To be quite honest, I'min a lot of superintendent meetings. | see some people thatare like
that. | don'tsee a lot of people that are like that. | see a lot of people that like to say, “Well, |
know this because of my years of experience and this is the way we're going to do it”

And | just know for Yoncalla, that has not worked. Like | said, I've beenthere since ‘96 |
believe it is. And as a teacherthere, that structure neverworked. It neverworked. | saw it
going through, and | saw some of the things | did as a teacherand then as a principal
because things weren't working.

Andso | decided, you know what? I'm just going to do my own little thing overat the high
school. And you know what? That's not being a team player. It worked really well for the
high school, but it didn't help the elementary atall. Andthenall of a suddentobecomea
superintendentand torealize, well, I've got a learning curve to go here. People have to be
able to open up and realize that the learning piece is not just for some one who doesn't have
a piece of paperthat says you have a diploma or degree. You need to be learning 24/7 all the
time. And that needs to start as a superintendent with your district and your community.

[00:25:30] It sounds like what you're saying is to really... To be in that role and
to make effective decisions, it's about understanding the whole system and all of the pieces
and perspectives thatare at play. But it's also about looking at yourself and there's a sense
of personaltransformation and really thinking about how you wantto lead and some
different waysto do that.

Brian Berry: [00:25:51] | would totally agree with that. And let me tell you it's been painful.
So | will just say that, but it has been totally worth it. And again, | can't wait to see whatI'm
going to learn next. Because, like | said, | have a long ways to go. There are people around
this state that are much smarterthan | will everbe. But just to be able to put people in the
right position and to see a community membergo... “Oh, wow! I think | could really be a
teacher” and have their superintendent go, “You know, what? Getrid of the word ‘think.’
You could be a teacher, here'swhatyou needtodo.” Andthen help themthrough the
process, knowing, okay, this person probably has a full-time job, this person probably isn't
making a lot or whateverthe obstacles are and then go, let's getrid of the obstacles, see
how we can dothat and thenlet's move forward and see what we can do post-secondary
wise, to getyou there whereveryou wantto be. That's what we do at the high school level.

It's not myjob to make sure | tell high school students what to do and what their life should
be like. It's my job to give opportunities. And then once they say, “Oh, that interests me,”



thenit's like, okay, let's do some research. Let's figure out how we can get you there
togetherandthenyou're goodto go. Thenyou getto make some decisions if it works for
you. And again, on a community level, when you empowercommunity members, you geta
community that's growing and that's exactly the way | see Yoncalla, is that it's a small rural
community that's been through a lot of challenging times with the timberindustry going out
of businessand lots of tough times. But we're going definitely in the right direction right
now.

[00:27:42] That’s powerful stuff, Brian. Really appreciate you talking with me
today. It's great to hearthese stories and your perspective on what's happeningin Yoncalla.

Brian Berry: [00:27:52] Thankyou very much and Go Eagles!
Rafael’s Daughter: This showis broughtto you by Children's Institute,

Rafael Otto: Where we're transforming early learning and healthy development foryoung
children and theirfamilies in Oregon. Tune in on 99.1 FM on Sundays at 4:30 PM. Or stream
these segments whereveryou find your podcasts. You can also find episodes on the
Children's Institute website @ childinst.org.

Pay us a visit, sign up for our newsletter, or connect with us on social media.

Rafael’s Daughter: Thanksfor listening!



